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Social factor and the public library 
An analysis of the possible implementation of self-service opening hours at Hvidovre 
Library: the potential, obstacles and implications 
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Roskilde University, Department of Environmental, Social and Spatial Change 
 MA in Spatial Designs and Society, January 2015 
     
This article explores the potentials of expanding opening hours through 
self-service and obstacles that comes with this kind of service. The 
significant part of public libraries in Denmark have expanded their opening 
hours by implementing a self-service and self-opening options, whereby the 
users can visit the unmanned libraries outside opening hours with their 
identification or library cards. This article examines an anomaly of this 
tendency: Hvidovre Library that is reluctant to implement this service. If 
extended unmanned opening hours is the future for libraries, what makes 
Hvidovre library hesitate to implement this kind of service? Participant 
observation, one focus group interview, vox-pop interviews and regular 
qualitative interviews are used, as well as a theoretical framework which 
draws on the concept glocalisation as well as perspectives of material 
culture. We argue that while unmanned self-service hours is cost-saving and 
efficient innovation, it also changes the very function and atmosphere of a 
library. Furthermore the implementation of self-service opening hours at 
Hvidovre Library will have an effect on the social factor of the library. We 
conclude that, because of the offices of the Municipality of Hvidovre are 
placed within the library building, it is not possible to implement self-
service opening hours due to the re-design being too expensive. In addition 
we conclude that the implementation of self-service opening hours will have 
the effect of removing the social factor from the library and this will 
primarily estrange the elderly people from the library, as they are the ones 
primarily using the library for a social purpose. 
Key words: self-service opening hours, unmanned service, atmosphere, safety, material 
culture, alienation, reification, glocalisation, dehumanisation. 
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Introduction 
The public library, designed for the main 
function of lending books, frames a range of 
activities and is also lending out other 
materials and media in present time 
(Danmarks Statistik 2013: 2). Libraries are 
open institutions for everyone in the given 
municipality but are closure-threatened, if 
they do not prove their relevance for 
existence and receives persistent demands 
for innovation (Delica & Elbeshausen 2013: 
3). Along with increased opening hours in 
shops, the public need for visiting libraries 
early in the morning or late in the evening 
have grown. Self-service opening hours 
without staff present has been implemented 
across Denmark, which makes the users able 
to use the library past its regular opening 
hours. This is not a new service in academic 
campuses, yet in Denmark it has been 
implemented in some public libraries as well. 
Since the first of such an implementation 
was made in Gjern Library in 2007 other 
libraries elsewhere in the country  have 
followed and it is now a common option in 
Danish libraries (Larsen 2010: 56). The users 
of public libraries accept these changes 
enthusiastically, some even prefer to visit 
libraries, in the hours, when no staff is 
present (Moos-bjerre 2013: 21). We believe 
this to be paradoxical, since without a staff, 
public libraries lose some of its functions and 
does not gain any new functions. Longer 
opening hours might attract some particular 
groups of users, however staff being absent 
will most likely affect the experience and 
feeling of being at the library. 
Hvidovre Library, located in a suburban area 
of Copenhagen, has been an innovative 
library during most of its past: “[...] in the 
1970-ies, when I was then in a librarian 
school, Hvidovre Library was very famous 
for the things they did: exhibitions, video, 
they were first movers - forty years ago they 
were first movers.” (Appendix). Yet 
nowadays Hvidovre Library still does not 
have self-service opening hours 
implemented, even though it could be 
defined as an innovative step. In addition, 
libraries in some of the surrounding 
suburban areas, such as Nordvest, Valby, 
have it. The future library seeks to be the 
living room of the neighbourhood that calls 
for the availability of flexible opening hours 
that the user needs (Delica & Elbeshausen 
2013,  Moos-bjerre 2013: 87). In this 
research article we are investigating what the 
possible motivation would be for 
implementing self-service opening hours at 
Hvidovre Library, as well as the obstacles 
for doing this. We will be focusing on the 
dehumanisation of institutions in relation to 
self-service opening hours. In relation to the 
dehumanisation we are interested in how the 
atmosphere of a library perhaps changes due 
to the implementation of self-service opening 
hours. 
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The staff at Hvidovre Library argues that 
self-service is not implemented, because the 
library shares the building with a 
municipality, so security requirements are 
high and self-opening hours therefore gets 
too difficult and expensive to implement: 
“We don't have it because it takes a lot of 
security arrangements to have it. And what 
we have, it’s not a library on the top, its 
municipality, so it takes a lot, if we have to 
do it” (Appendix). It used to be the case, that 
the library occupied the whole building: “We 
only have this ‘flat’, it’s part of a town hall 
all those other ‘apartments’. And in the old 
days we had it all for a library [...]“ 
(Appendix). Municipality of Hvidovre, as for 
now, uses some of the rooms in the library 
building, which is the whole basement and 
the offices in the first floor (Image 1 and 2). 
The stairway leading to those floors are 
located in a foyer, which has to be crossed 
for entering the library (Image 3 and 4). 
Moreover the municipality offices in the first 
floor are arranged around an inner balcony, 
which is in the same hall as the library. The 
library hall and the balcony has a physical 
connection through a part of the library, 
called ‘The Island’ (Image 5).  
 
 
 
Image 1: The view from ‘the island’ of the offices belonging to the municipality. 
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Image 2: Also showing the balcony of municipality offices. 
 
Image 3: In the foyer. The stairway leading to the municipality offices is visible in the middle of the image. 
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Image 4: Also a picture from the foyer. 
 
 
Image 5: The staircase leading up to ‘the island’. 
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Those two particular places, the foyer and 
‘the island’, are the ones, which would 
require some changes in order to ensure 
security for the offices of the municipality in 
case of an implementation of self-service 
opening hours. Librarians keep mentioning 
these physical obstacles as a reason for not 
implementing self-service opening hours. 
However we presume that the physical 
obstacles are not the sole argument for not 
implementing self-service opening hours. 
We argue that implementing self-service 
opening hours might have an effect on the 
social factor of the library. By implementing 
self-service opening hours the social 
experience of being at the library gets left 
out.  
 
Methods     
Even before we focused on our research 
question we have done informal participant 
observations at Hvidovre Library, because 
one of us is a resident of Hvidovre and visits 
the library few times a week. In order to start 
any formal research activities at the library, 
we had to get a permission from the 
administration and therefore we contacted 
Birgit Vesth Alsing, head of the development 
department, and she offered to hold a 
meeting. This meeting, attended by five staff 
members, serves us as a qualitative group 
interview. To see, if contemporary opening 
hours of Hvidovre Library are reflecting the 
needs of the users, we counted the users’ 
turnout at three specific periods of time: first 
opening hour, last hour before closing, and 
one hour in the middle of the day. We did it 
twice: on Saturday and on a weekday, 
Thursday. Since the library is a public space 
we find methods of Jan Gehl, such as 
counting, relevant to use in this case: 
“Counting is a widely used tool in public life 
studies. In principle, everything can be 
counted, which provides numbers for making 
comparisons before and after, between 
different geographic areas or over time.” 
(Gehl & Svarre 2013: 24). If there was a 
need for earlier opening or longer working 
hours, we should be able to detect an 
increase of visitors in the first and last hours: 
we believe that people who want to come as 
early or as late as possible would concentrate 
in those points of the day. Weekends and 
working days have a different character: 
during weekdays the particular age groups, 
middle-aged, youth, and children, are more 
likely to visit the library before or after their 
jobs or studies, while on weekends it might 
be one of their main activities of the day. If 
there was a generally low activity during the 
late or early working hours, we still claim 
that the self-service opening hours are more 
relevant for the low-activity hours, than a 
manned service.  
Furthermore we investigated, if there was 
different tendencies between age groups. We 
tried to distinguish between four different 
age groups, based on the approximate age of 
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the users: children up to 15, youth 15-30, 
adults 30-60, and seniors, 60+. The decision 
to assign people to one or another age group 
was made by look, so the data is only valid 
to some extent. Regarding the uncertainty of 
counting Jan Gehl says: “The general 
question of [...] age can be registered by 
observation, naturally allowing for a certain 
degree of inaccuracy in making a subjective 
evaluation of age group [...]” (Gehl J. & 
Svarre B. 2013: 14). In addition to counting 
and participant observation we did vox-pop 
interviews with users of the library, in order 
to find out their favourite time of visiting the 
library and possible reaction to staff being 
absent. We did four semi-structured 
interviews with staff members, to investigate 
the motivation and obstacles for 
implementing self-service opening hours in 
Hvidovre Library. When conducting the 
interviews of the staff members, two 
interviewers were present: one to ask 
questions and one to observe and follow up 
on what was not elaborated enough during 
the interviews. 
 
Theoretical framework 
In this section we describe the theoretical 
framework for investigating the motivation, 
obstacles and possible consequences of 
implementing self-service opening hours at 
Hvidovre Library. 
Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman is interested in 
people’s conditions of life and wants to 
understand the “being of modernity” (Hviid 
Jacobsen 2007: 444). This makes Bauman’s 
conceptualization relevant for this research 
article, as we are interested in what 
implications the increase of dehumanized 
libraries have on people. The concept of 
glocalisation, which includes the notion of 
the tourist and the vagabond, will therefore 
be used in the analysis in this research 
article. The concepts are likewise called the 
global and the local, which are the 
definitions we will be using. Glocalisation 
reflects the stratified and differentiated 
experience of globalisation, which corrodes 
the coherence of society (Hviid Jacobsen 
2007: 451).  These concepts are a part of 
what Bauman thinks of as being the 
consequences of globalisation. He writes: 
“For some people the globalization is what 
we have to do if we wish to be happy; for 
others the globalization is the reason for us 
being unhappy.” (Bauman 1998: 1). 
Globalisation revolves around mobility and 
the possibilities of controlling time and 
space. Speed and mobility are thereby the 
new factors which are polarising people. The 
global has the opportunity to avoid the 
obligations of spatial, territorial and social 
limitations, whereas the local is forced to 
stay under the limitations of these 
obligations (Hviid Jacobsen 2007: 451). The 
losers of globalisation, being the locals, are 
people who cannot consume, which thereby 
becomes a kind of ‘defect consumers’ of the 
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consumer society we live in (Hviid Jacobsen 
2007: 451-452). We believe these concepts, 
local and global, constitute a suitable 
framework for the analysis in this article, 
because we presume that the people who are 
not capable of being mobile, in this case in 
relation to being able to adapt for the 
dehumanization of libraries, will get isolated. 
 
In addition to the concept of glocalisation we 
find the notion of material culture, defined 
in Understanding Material Culture by Ian 
Woodward (2007), as a relevant aspect to 
include in the analysis. This is to illuminate 
the material-human perspective regarding 
Hvidovre Library and the outside pressure 
for implementing self-service opening hours. 
Material culture is exemplified through a list 
of critical scholars, whose most relevant 
points will be a part of our definition of 
material culture. According to Woodward 
(2007: 36), drawing on Karl Marx, material 
culture is the relation generated within the 
system of monetary exchange and produced 
in the capital society. Here objects are 
important because they are the unit 
representation of estrangement and 
alienation. Studies of material culture 
generally concern which use people put onto 
objects and what objects do to and for people 
(Woodward 2007: 14). In Marxist tradition 
the objects or goods are more than designed 
objects and represent a fundamental process 
in the western capitalist society, with the 
consequences of alienation of human beings 
(Woodward 2007: 36). The objects perform 
two functions: “They are products of human 
labour organised within capitalism, they 
embody exploitative capitalist labour 
relations.” (ibid.). We categorize self-service 
opening hours as the object or commodity 
with the potential of making human beings, 
with relations to the library, estranged. Here 
we argue that the object, being the 
possibilities by implementing self-service 
opening hours, is to a lesser extent about the 
‘object’ itself or the cultural use of it. It is 
more about the consumption, and the design 
of the system of self-service opening hours, 
as a non-verbal medium. In addition to Marx, 
Georg Simmel makes a similar observation: 
“Objects perform a tragic role by creating a 
distance between the human sphere and the 
sphere of material things, which is 
increasingly out of the grasp of people. This 
becomes the basis of modern reification and 
alienation.” (Woodward 2007: 20). 
Regarding material culture Herbert Marcuse 
points out that humans feel free in a 
capitalistic society, however they only have 
the freedom to consume, which is generated 
by the creation of false human needs through 
advertising and marketing (Woodward 2007: 
47). Hvidovre Library has the opportunity to 
create the freedom of using the library 
around the clock and the function of lending 
books as the central need. Based upon the 
perspectives of material culture, mentioned 
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above, we understand it as giving people the 
freedom to consume, yet being limited to the 
ability to consume, and thus having an 
alienating element. The notion of material 
culture gives us a critical perspective in 
analysing the empirical data. 
 
For understanding which implications 
implementing self-service opening hours at 
Hvidovre Library could have, we argue that 
it is fruitful to include the concept of 
atmosphere by philosopher Gernot Böhme 
(1993). According to Böhme atmosphere is 
the in-between the subject and the object, 
thereby in the relationship between the two, 
which he describes as: “Atmosphere is the 
common reality of the perceiver and the 
perceived.” (Böhme 1993: 122). Objects, as 
what is perceived, are therefore an important 
part of what makes an atmosphere and: “A 
thing is in this view what it is, independent of 
its existence, which is ascribed to it 
ultimately by the cognitive subject, who 
‘posits’ the thing.” (Böhme 1993: 121). Thus 
the physical form of the object also has an 
external effect (ibid.). Atmosphere is 
experienced in bodily presence in relation to 
persons or objects, or in spaces, hence being 
a subjective experience (Böhme 1993: 119). 
This concept gives us a tool in understanding 
the nature of the architectural space inside 
Hvidovre Library, and how it affects the 
users’ behaviour and what it means to be in 
the space of the library: “This knowledge 
must be able to give us insight into the 
connection between the concrete properties 
of objects (everyday objects, artworks, 
natural elements) and the atmosphere which 
they radiate.” (Böhme 1993: 123). The 
concept of atmosphere gives us the staff 
members’ and users’ subjective view on 
everyday situations and properties. We 
examine how the users and the staff 
members are perceiving the atmosphere, in 
regards to implementing self-service opening 
hours and the spatial relations. 
 
Context 
To picture how the field of research currently 
is, regarding self-service opening hours in 
public libraries, there follows an overview of 
five different examples of current research. 
Research by assistant professor Amelia 
Acker is described, as well as a publication 
by Michael Dewe. Additionally there is a 
description of research by a librarian, a 
consultant and lastly a description of 
research by Kristian N. Delica. 
 
Assistant professor Amelia Acker has written 
an article about innovation in Denmark, 
regarding what she defines as ‘open 
libraries’ (Acker A. 2012). She has looked 
into it through a lens of atmospheric notions, 
one of them being the Panopticon. She 
argues, that: “the open library disciplines 
and controls the user by eliminating the 
librarian, enrolling the user into a 
11 
	  
compulsory self-service to engage with the 
automated space.” (Acker 2012). The user 
does not have the choice of using either 
machine or staff, as he would have had in 
manned hours. Doors at libraries being 
locked creates an atmospheric issue: “[...] 
many users express confusion (and fear) at 
discovering that they are locked inside the 
library until they scan themselves out at the 
door.” (ibid.). The feeling of Panopticon 
appears because the user is registered by 
scanning identification card and entering the 
code, while the observer, being the security 
system, is not seen by the user: “The power 
of this engagement is derived from a regime 
of panoptic access points that visualize, 
capture and document the user’s path and 
her ability to regulate herself during every 
movement and transition in the library — 
from entering, searching the catalogue, 
browsing the web, borrowing information 
resources, to exiting the building.” (ibid.). 
Even though she defines the libraries, which 
have implemented self-service opening 
hours, as ‘open library’, only registered users 
are able to open the doors during unmanned 
hours, therefore the library loses one of its 
basic properties: an institution open for 
everyone: “People who are undocumented or 
without proper national identification 
discover that they are not recognized, they 
cannot trigger any of the access points in the 
automated space” (ibid.). It is paradoxical 
that the ‘open library’ most likely becomes 
more closed in comparison with libraries 
where staff members are present. 
 
In the book Planning Public Library 
Buildings. Concepts And Issues for the 
Librarian by the British author Michael 
Dewe (2006) he writes about designing a 
new or refurbished public library; its 
facilities, services, staff and users. He also 
looked into local context, library image and 
relationships with other institutions. Dewe 
uses practical case studies, plans and 
photographs, and he draws together the 
examples from real libraries all over the 
world. He argues that implementation of 
self-service opening hours is going to have 
the: “[...] managerial, consumer, staff, [...] 
design and security matters [...]” for public 
libraries (Dewe, M. 2006: 180). While 
describing the social role of public libraries 
he notices: “[...] its’ importance as a public 
space and meeting place, [...] the 
opportunities it provides for informal 
contact”, and: “[...] its contribution to social 
inclusion.” (ibid.). He concludes that, after 
the possible implementation of self-service 
opening hours: “many users may regret the 
lack of human contact inherent in self-issue 
systems: customers sometimes want personal 
service, and some might want it all the 
time.” (ibid.). However Dewe argues that 
librarians are predicting an increase in the 
implementation of self-service opening hours 
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due to the general development of 
technology (ibid.). 
 
Regarding self-service opening systems the 
first-hand experience is relevant. Mogens 
Larsen is a librarian, from one of the pioneer 
libraries in self-service opening in Silkeborg 
Library, Denmark, and has an insider’s view 
on the subject. In the journal Nordic Public 
Libraries (2010) he describes reactions of 
the users, who were interviewed via focus 
group:  
“The users’ reaction has been extremely 
positive. The new opening concept has meant 
flexibility and openness vis-a-vis the local 
community. Picking up reserved materials 
has become easy, and the users groups are 
now fitting visits to the library into their 
daily rhythm – without any problems at all. 
And that applies to everyone – whether you 
just come by on the way from work, are a 
child-minder, teacher or just need a film for 
a Friday night.” (Larsen 2010: 56).  
Larsen who already had self-service opening 
hours, implemented at his institution for 
some years, argues that it is also beneficial 
for librarians themselves: “The innovative 
technology has thus not only made it easier 
to visit the library, but has also given the 
staff the opportunity to redefine their own 
work tasks during the manned opening 
hours. And that has i.a. meant more time for 
arranging events and other social and 
experimental tasks which will continue to 
form an important part of the general library 
profile.” (Larsen 2010: 56). To sum up, he 
claims, that eventually self-service opening 
hours makes the library into an even more 
social institution.  
 
Consultant Jonna Holmgaard Larsen 
confirms the argument of Mogens Larsen, in 
also seeing positive potential about self-
service opening hours: “Experiences show 
that in general loans and particularly 
visiting figures increase, and new borrowers 
appear who have not previously used the 
library.” (Larsen 2013). She moreover 
argues that self-service opening hours 
change the understanding about what a 
library is, as users start to feel that they own 
the library and they are the ones, responsible 
for it: “Overall, the local population gains a 
strong ownership of the library [...]. The 
sense of responsibility is extremely high 
among children, youngsters and adults.” 
(Larsen 2013). She is not purely optimistic 
about the staff members’ future within the 
growth of self-service opening hours: 
“Professionals fear that politicians overlook 
the mediation aspect of librarianship in 
favour of large savings in terms of staff 
hours, when the borrowers seem so easily 
able to deal with everything themselves.” 
(Larsen 2013). Larsen includes a survey 
which shows that 45 % of users do not 
differentiate between there being staff 
available or not, yet 35 % still prefer to visit 
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the library when there are staff members 
present. 
 
Sociologist Kristian Nagel Delica has made a 
lot of research on the social role of libraries 
in Denmark. In his article Beacons of the 
experience economy - perspectives on 
libraries of the 2010s he describes how the 
activities in new, or renovated libraries, are 
varying depending on who the main users 
are. Regarding possible activities he 
describes: “[...]  from traditional library 
services to cafés, stage productions, 
bookstores, exhibitions, etc."  (Delica 2014: 
34). He argues that the users from ‘well-off 
urban middle class’ use the libraries: “[...] as 
calm oases in the noisy tumble of the city 
[...]” (ibid.). The library is, for these users, 
the place, where they are able spending time 
away from their hectic everyday life to either 
spend time reading, talking, drinking coffee 
or relaxing in a calm surroundings (ibid.). 
Yet the library has another function for 
another spectrum of society. There are ideas 
and developments trying: “[...] to transform 
the library into a platform with a more 
explicit ambition of playing a social role for 
marginalized citizens than the experience-
oriented library - a more socially sensitive 
and needs-driven library concept.” (Delica 
2014: 34). Delica uses the example of an 
‘Idea Store’ in London, Britain (ibid.). This 
library wanted to emphasis the focus on the 
library being able to help children, youths 
and families with life-long learning as well 
as educational activities. To be able to have 
this as the focus of the library they had to do 
a series of changes to the physical structure 
of the library (Delica 2014: 34). Lastly 
Delica mentions that this is a trend within the 
sector of British libraries: developing public 
libraries with focus on how to increase social 
inclusion (ibid.). 
 
Description of data 
This section will introduce the empirical data 
which are essential for the analysis and 
illustrate our observations. In our 
understanding of what a library is and what 
we understand by being social in the frames 
of the library, we need to understand the 
different perspectives through users and 
staff. The library, as a dynamic field, is what 
recurs in our empirical findings. During the 
interview of the staff members, one of the 
librarians articulate: “But in seventies it was 
very small things what made a difference, 
because other libraries were really really 
old-fashioned – the kind where you sneak 
around and everything... So it was very small 
things, which made it [Hvidovre Library] 
different.” (Appendix). Here we see that 
lending books, as the main purpose of the 
library, is not the most essential aspect to 
point out, when the staff members are asked 
to describe Hvidovre Library and its 
development. It is rather the quality of being 
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a place that stands out in the crowd of 
Danish libraries. Furthermore the staff 
members define the library by comparing the 
institution with other libraries, stating that it 
is a place where one can hide themselves by 
‘sneaking around’, doing activities with a 
higher degree of privacy than what one is 
able to do at Hvidovre Library. 
Jannie Høeg expresses following, when 
asked to tell her thoughts about the interior 
design of the library, in connection to the 
users’ behaviour: “I experience that they [the 
users] just want to sit by themselves and they 
probably don’t think about that others can 
observe what they are doing, as much as we 
actually can. Many think they sit all alone, 
when they are on the internet, or talking on 
the phone, but we can follow a lot of that.” 
(Appendix). She clearly has a critical 
perspective, towards the library and the open 
spaces in the institution that she experiences 
as an employee and thereby brings up the 
issue of privacy, which contradicts her 
definition of what a library ought to provide 
of privacy. 
Besides interviews with users of the library 
and staff members we also, as mentioned 
earlier, did observations at Hvidovre Library. 
To illustrate the outcome of these 
observations chart 1 shows the different 
groups of users, which confirm that there are 
different habits among different age groups:  
 
Chart 1: The horizontal axis illustrates three different periods of time and the vertical axis shows the amount of 
visitors entering the library. The visitors are divided into age groups (15-11-2014). 
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The activity of children was connected to 
middle-aged users, not surprisingly, since 
those two age groups mainly come together, 
being parents with children. The youths' 
activity was constantly increasing during the 
day, therefore, we do not see a reason for 
their activity to stop at 16:00, other than the 
closing of the library. The users who had to 
leave the library at 16:00, because of closing 
notice, were mainly young users. Lastly, the 
senior age group was mostly active during 
the first working hour and then their turnout 
was constantly decreasing. We therefore 
claim, that earlier opening hours at 
weekends, through unmanned service, would 
benefit senior users, while prolonged 
opening time would be attractive for young 
users. Families with children seem to fit with 
the present opening hours. On a weekday, 
Thursday, we observed a slightly different 
pattern of activity. We did not separate 
different age groups, and, moreover, we split 
the first and last hour into two half-hours. 
The turnout during the first half-hour (8:00 - 
8:30) was significantly higher than during 
the second half-hour, 8:30 – 9:00 (Chart 2). 
	  
Chart 2: The horizontal axis is portraying five different periods of time. The vertical axis shows the amount of 
people entering Hvidovre Library (20-11-2014).	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expressed by one of our informants, who 
said that he, on weekdays, preferred to go to 
the library during the evening hours 
(Appendix). Those types of users could use 
the services through self-opening hours, 
earlier or later. After the first half-hour is 
over, the rest of the morning has the lowest 
activity of the day. This was confirmed by 
staff members in focus group interview. The 
activity during the morning and during the 
evening, as shown in the chart above, was 
pictured by a user of the library who says: 
“In the last hours of the evening it is very 
quiet and in the morning time, the people 
who arrive are mostly reading the 
newspaper or sitting by a computer, so they, 
more or less, mind their own business.” 
(Appendix). This makes us believe that it 
would be a possibility to turn the library into 
an unmanned institution during the low 
activity hours. 
 
Dehumanising the library 
During interviews with users of Hvidovre 
Library we encountered a man in his nineties 
who said: “I have only used them [staff] once 
regarding my sister. She had been dead a 
whole year and I needed help to fill out 
something on the computer. I am 90 years 
old, but I can see and hear […] I was told 
that Hvidovre Library could help for free to 
get in contact with my sisters family [...]” 
(Appendix). In this quote the user does not 
directly tells us that he is at the library to 
interact with the staff, but tells us that he 
went there at some point to get help. During 
the interview he talked a lot about his own 
personal life and he seemed enthusiastic 
about speaking to someone. This makes us 
believe that he is one of the users who goes 
to Hvidovre Library with the purpose of 
interacting with other people. This 
interaction between the staff and the user is 
also something that Janni Høeg mentions 
(Appendix).  
As argued in Christensen et al. 2014 the 
library is a social place. This leads us to the 
question: Which kind of people are primarily 
using the staff at the library and how do they 
use the staff? Hvidovre Library has made 
some statistics on which kind of people are 
using the library and when talking of this the 
staff members mention that they had been 
thinking, that the primary user would turn 
out to be the elderly, but that this was not the 
case. It was actually the middle-aged who 
uses the library the most (Appendix). We 
argue that the reason, why they believed that 
the primary user would be the elderly, is 
because the elderly is the group of people 
that they are interacting with the most. As 
mentioned above we argue that the users, in 
addition to lending books and reading in the 
journal room, also use the library for 
interacting with other people. We claim that 
implementing self-service opening hours will 
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have an effect on the elderly who, besides 
lending books and other material, also uses 
the staff as an everyday interaction. We have 
argued elsewhere that some users have the 
need for a third place, as defined by Ray 
Oldenburg (Christensen et. al 2014) (Image 
6). 
 
Image 6: A man reading a newspaper. A possible example of a person using a library as a third place. 
A senior user of Hvidovre Library says that 
he gets a lot of help from the staff during his 
visits in the morning time at 9:00 till 10:00, 
which is a part of his daily routine 
(Appendix). Libraries with self-service 
opening usually start their staffed service 
working hours later than Hvidovre Library 
does now. For example Valby, Nordvest and 
Kulturanstalten in Vesterbro have self-
service opening hours and start having staff 
present at 10:00. We argue, that 
implementing self-service opening hours will 
have an effect on the informant’s experience 
of being at the library. He will not have the 
possibility to get help from the staff and 
thereby having human interaction. This will 
be a consequence of implementing self-
service opening hours: the dehumanization 
of the library and thereby loss of the social 
factor at Hvidovre Library. Janni Høeg says: 
“[…] I think that the social factor would 
disappear.” (Appendix). We interpret her 
notion of ‘social factor’ as the interaction 
between people.  
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Image 7: A picture taken from outside just before closing time at 20.00 in the evening. 
As argued in our data description, the self-
service opening hours have a potential to 
attract more users to libraries during the late 
evening and night hours. Yet we argue that 
the absence of staff in a public library, 
especially during the dark hours, creates an 
unsafe atmosphere (Image 7). The 
receptionist Janni Høeg, regarding self-
service opening hours, mentions: “I would 
not use the offer though, because I would not 
feel safe at 10 in the evening in such a big 
open space” (Appendix). A couple of our 
informants also mention that they like the 
fact that there are staff members present at 
the library. Janni Høeg puts herself in the 
role of the user and says that she would not 
feel safe at Hvidovre Library when there are 
no staff members present. This makes us 
believe that implementing self-service 
opening hours will not only have a practical 
aspect, but it will most likely also affect the 
atmosphere, thereby the feeling of being at 
the library, affecting the users’ mood and 
behaviour (Böhme 1993: 122). The notion of 
not feeling safe is also something one of the 
users expresses: “I don’t have any practical 
need for them to be here, but I can’t really 
imagine being all alone at the library […]” 
(Appendix). The use of the term ‘being all 
alone’ makes us believe that the user is 
thinking of not being able to feel safe at the 
library. The presence of liable people, 
meaning staff members, thereby makes the 
users feel safe in the open space of Hvidovre 
19 
	  
Library. 
Furthermore we argue that, in the increasing 
dehumanisation of the library, if there were 
to be implemented self-service opening 
hours, there will be created a distinction 
between the people who are able to ‘follow’ 
this and the people who are not able to. To 
shed a light on this it is fruitful to include the 
concept of glocalisation (Hviid Jacobsen 
2007: 451). The people benefitting from the 
implementation of self-service opening hours 
can be categorised as being global. The 
global are the ones who are able to ‘follow’ 
the globalisation and development (Hviid 
Jacobsen 2007: 451), in this case the 
dehumanization of public libraries. The local 
are on the other hand not able to adjust for 
the development and are therefore limited 
due to spatial and social limitations. The 
local are, in the case of dehumanising public 
libraries, the elderly people. This will be 
further explained in the following theme. 
 
Alienation 
In the theory section we categorized the 
postponed implementation of self-service 
opening hours at Hvidovre Library as an 
object with the potential consequences of 
estrangement for the humans connected to 
the library. The possible loss of the ‘social 
factor’ at Hvidovre Library, as mentioned in 
the section above, is a fact that troubles Janni 
Høeg. She remembers one of her earlier 
working places, and she expresses a sincere 
concern about the users:  
“The limitation of the opening hours would 
disappear, and would be good for those who 
can use it by themselves day and night […] I 
come from a branch in Avedøre, we were 
placed in the shopping mall. It was clear that 
the people who would visit the library, that 
was a part of taking a tour around the 
shopping mall, and we talked a lot with 
them. Those people do not visit the library 
here, because it is too far away. It is 
impossible to know what happened to them, 
many elderly used that library. They came 
every day; read the newspaper and 
sometimes brought bread from the baker. I 
do not visit the library anymore and those 
people would not use the library outside the 
opening hours. They are not the target 
group. It is definitely smart for those who 
want to use it but I certainly would not. I 
would also be afraid that I would be 
somewhat unemployed. Then I would not 
have that many tasks and people would be 
autonomous.” (Appendix). 
The concept of glocalisation helps to shed 
light on this statement by Janni Høeg. As 
mentioned in the theme of dehumanisation 
the global are the people who are able to 
adjust for the development of society (Hviid 
Jacobsen 2007: 451), in this case being the 
users that are able to use the libraries with 
self-service opening hours. Yet the primary 
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part of the senior users of the library, which 
we define as the locals, are most likely not 
able to adjust to this development. We are 
not arguing that they are not able to manage 
self-service opening hours – they are local in 
the sense that they most likely will not use 
the library because it does not suit their need 
for interaction with other people. The senior 
users have a strong social connection to the 
library, which is furthermore described by 
Janni Høeg: “Some of the journal-loaners 
come here every day and also know each 
other because of that, and they do not have 
any other community than what they have 
here.” (Appendix). This makes us believe, 
that the elderly would be ‘left behind’ and 
therefore alienated, if unmanned service was 
to be implemented at Hvidovre Library. We 
argue that this would be the differentiated 
experience of the implementation of self-
service opening hours.  
 
Self-service as an object perform thus the 
function of giving citizens freedom to access 
the library as they please and can be said to 
be organised within capitalism because of 
the government’s optimizing argument. 
However self-service opening hours also 
have a democratic function by embracing 
new users, who otherwise would not use the 
library. An example could be people with 
regular working hours and duties at home 
after work, such as cleaning workers who 
have to work during the day and in the 
afternoon take care of their children. On one 
hand there are the staff members’ vision of a 
library that embraces the intersubjective 
encounter and feel of safety by having staff 
members present and available during 
opening hours. Receptionist Janni Høeg 
says: “I am very young in comparison to the 
other librarians, but I prefer the old-fashion 
library, where one can walk in and someone 
sits at the tables and in the counters.” 
(Appendix). On the other hand some users 
prefer the low-intensity social space, which 
does not require staff to be present. Based 
upon our observations and counting, the 
habits of the users' at Hvidovre Library 
manifest the need for longer opening hours, 
as there was a significant increase in turnout 
in the beginning and end of opening hours. 
The vast majority of the users we 
interviewed also express following about 
being in the library and the use of it: “Well, 
that is just a place for me to lend books.” 
and: “I walk around and look.” and: “[…] 
that is a place in which to lend books, first 
and foremost. That is an old opinion but that 
is what I use it for.” (Appendix). These 
answers indicate that the users prefer the 
library to focus on the basic function of 
lending books, rather than making it a cosy 
place to be in. Yet one employee stated, from 
the perspective of a user, she would not feel 
safe late in the evening without any staff 
present (Appendix). If self-service opening 
hours would be implemented, during 
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unmanned hours the library would be 
diminished into having one sole function and 
thus a distance between the human sphere 
and the sphere of material things would be 
created. We argue that the reason for this 
distance between the human sphere and the 
sphere of material things is because of 
reification and alienation (Woodward 2007: 
20). 
The administrator of Hvidovre Library Birgit 
Vesth Alsing explains: “If one thinks that it 
is just to put a lock on the door and then let 
people in with their card, it is not that easy. 
There are many hidden expenses, for 
instance the heating, light, surveillance and 
much more. There might be other persons in 
the library, but they cannot answer me, like 
the librarians could. It is a long process, and 
some will never be completely able to help 
themselves.” (Appendix). We argue that 
another consequence of the capitalism is as 
shown here, the staff members’ struggle for 
their right to stay in the working positions, 
by denying the technology that potentially 
could reduce the amount of staff members. 
The trainee librarian Jacob Refstrup 
imagines how implementation of self-service 
opening hours would influence the library 
and him personally: “It would perhaps 
threaten my own profession, [laughs] but I 
can also see the positive things in 
implementing that kind of self-service.” 
(Appendix). Furthermore the receptionist 
Janni Høeg reveals not just professional, but 
also a personal aspect to it: “I believe that 
there should be a human, because it is a 
meeting place. For students, others and me.” 
(Appendix). She mentions herself taking part 
as an equal participant of a meeting place, 
just like students and the others are. We 
believe that she could lose part of her social 
life in case of self-service opening 
innovation. The librarian Annelise Lundstrup 
sums up: “[...] I don’t think that it [having 
self-service opening hours] would be a 
negative thing here at Hvidovre library, if it 
is a development project, but if it is for cost-
optimization it’s clear that, as an employee, 
you would think differently.” (Appendix). 
She claims, that the reason behind self-
service opening hours should be to improve 
the library, not for pure calculation of 
financial factors. 
 
Regarding alienation we further include the 
notion of separation of time and space by 
Anthony Giddens. Giddens believes that, 
during the individualisation of society, a 
central tendency, the separation of time and 
space, have had a big impact on the 
conditions of society. Because of 
technological development the social 
relations among people has taken another 
form, now that the sociality is no longer 
limited by time and space (Giddens 1990: 
38-39). Now people have the ability to 
interact with other people despite of distance 
and time. In relation to this notion we again 
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started questioning the implications it would 
have for the elderly, if self-service opening 
hours were to be implemented at Hvidovre 
Library. We believe that the senior 
generation does not have as big of an 
understanding for all the new technologies as 
the younger generation has. Therefore we 
argue that they will be limited in their social 
interaction, when not having the possibility 
of interacting with the staff members at 
Hvidovre Library. As mentioned earlier this 
will have the consequence of them being 
‘left behind’ in the speed of globalisation 
(Hviid Jacobsen 2007: 451). 
 
Keeping up with the Joneses 
According to Bauman there is constantly 
happening a separation of time and space and 
this is something the people of society have 
to be able to follow, hence global and local 
(Hviid Jacobsen 2007: 451). During our first 
meeting with the staff of Hvidovre Library 
the administrator Birgit Vesth Alsing says:” 
I think the self-service is hard to avoid 
though, if everyone else is getting it.” 
(Appendix). The way she says this made us 
wonder about the traces of globalisation. 
This statement gives the impression of her 
feeling that self-service opening hours will 
be implemented at Hvidovre Library at some 
point, because ‘everybody else is getting it’. 
Furthermore we believe the statement to be 
negatively charged, indicating that Birgit 
would not think of it as positive to 
implement self-service opening hours. Off 
course this will be an opinion to be found at 
the staff of Hvidovre Library because they 
are concerned of their job situations 
(Appendix). However we also believe that 
the concern of their job situation not to be 
the sole reason for not wanting to implement 
self-service opening hours. When talking to 
the staff at the library they express concern 
of the users in relation to the interaction with 
other people, as mentioned in the statement 
by Janni Høeg, where she says that some of 
the journal loaners come by the library every 
day, they know each other and probably do 
not have any other connections besides the 
ones they have at the library (Appendix).  
When asked about the purpose of 
implementing self-service opening hours at 
Hvidovre Library, even though they are not 
fond of implementing it at their library, the 
majority of staff members agree that a 24-
hour working library would be a great offer 
for the citizens. The receptionist Janni Høeg 
articulates the positive potential: “That 
would be to keep up with what else is 
happening in the society. I know that self-
service implemented in other libraries, are 
as far as I know is a success.” (Appendix). 
Some of the staff members recognize that 
there is a need in society for this kind of 
library and that it can be a success. What we 
notice here is that the staff members 
experience a shift of the role of the library in 
comparison to the seventies, where they saw 
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themselves as the modern library, which 
other libraries tried to keep up standard to. 
 
Hvidovre Library has the opportunity to 
create the freedom of using the library 
around the clock and the function of lending 
books as the central need, which is also a 
wish from the government. Here we 
experience that the users we interviewed felt 
they could freely walk about in the library, 
but felt secure because of present staff. This 
user’s statement represents this point of 
view: “Yes that makes it a safe place and it is 
nice that there always are someone you can 
ask for help.“ (Appendix). Contrary to 
statistics, which shows the future user of 
libraries preferring self-service opening 
hours on a national level (Moos-bjerre 2013: 
21), Hvidovre citizens do not follow this this 
general tendency. When people engage with 
material culture such as the increasing 
integration of technology at Hvidovre 
Library or the already implemented book 
loaning self-service, according to Herbert 
Marcuse, they feel free in the capitalist 
society (Woodward 2007: 47). We argue that 
the future users of Hvidovre Library would 
merely get the freedom to consume, meaning 
that they would only have the freedom to 
loan materials at the library. The 
consequence of reification would then be 
plausible, if self-service was implemented, 
and the library would then be reduced to an 
instrumental institution with one single 
function (Woodward 2007: 20) (Image 8). 
As the vast majority of libraries are 
implementing, or already have implemented 
the long self-service opening hours, 
Hvidovre Library feel a societal pressure for 
innovation. We argue that, by starting the 
opening hour tendency in one kind of 
institution, such as supermarkets, there is 
created a future need for other institutions, to 
have long opening hours. Due to the gradual 
changes of the Danish Shop Act the 
supermarkets have, for instance, expanded 
their opening hours. The most recent change 
in 2012 repealed the Shop Act and therefore 
enabled the shops to expand their opening 
hours further and to also take holidays into 
use. For example the discount supermarket 
chain Netto modified their opening hours 
from eight in the morning to ten in the 
evening on weekdays. Previously their 
opening hours had been from nine in the 
morning until eight in the evening. At the 
present time Netto is preparing to start up a 
handful of shops that have opening hours 
around the clock. In connection to this other 
shops and institutions are also expanding 
their opening hours (Berlingske 2014). In 
Gladsaxe, a suburban area of Copenhagen, 
the municipality explicitly brands the 
libraries with the fact that they have the same 
opening hours as supermarkets 
(Gladsaxebladet 2014). Therefore we argue 
that the tendency of having long opening 
hours is something that increases in the
24 
	  
community and on the one hand embraces 
new users, but on the other hand also 
excludes some users from using the offer. 
 
 
 
 
Image 8: the mechanical entrance of Hvidovre Library. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
We conclude that the implementation of 
self-service opening hours would 
encounter obstacles at Hvidovre Library 
because of it being too expensive due to 
the municipality occupying the first floor 
and the basement of the building. However 
these material obstacles are not the only 
reason to oppose the implementation of 
self-service opening hours. Through our 
research it becomes evident that some of 
our informants, besides using the prime 
library functions, are also using Hvidovre 
Library to interact with other people. The 
staff members of Hvidovre Library are 
primarily having contact with the senior 
users, thereby being the ones primarily 
using the library in a social sense. The 
25 
	  
development of technologies, in particular 
self-service opening hours, would take 
away their possibility to interact with the 
staff members during those hours. The 
implementation of self-service opening 
hours would make it easier for some users 
to use the library, yet others would not be 
able to keep up with the technological 
development and would get alienated. This 
social aspect is also something what 
concerns the staff members. Besides being 
worried about the risk of losing their own 
job positions, if self-service opening hours 
were to be implemented, they are also 
expressing worry about the users of the 
library, more specifically about their social 
connections. 
Besides the material obstacles and the 
effect on the social factor, the 
implementation of self-service opening 
hours would furthermore affect the 
perception of the atmosphere of the space 
that is Hvidovre Library. The feel of safety 
has an impact when changing the 
atmosphere of the library, as the users do 
not feel safe by being in a big open space 
without any staff present. When having 
self-service opening hours, the necessity of 
staff gets reduced, the library is 
dehumanised. By dehumanising the library 
there is created distinction between the 
users, who are capable of adjusting to this 
specific development, and the users who 
are not able to grasp it. Lastly we conclude 
that, by implementing self-service opening 
hours at libraries, there is also created a 
need for other everyday institutions to 
have longer opening hours. 
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